Apparent ineffectiveness of natural killer cells vis-à-vis retrovirus-infected targets.
The role of NK cells in the defense against retroviral infections is ill defined. The discovery of the pathogenic human retroviruses and their epidemic spread have made more urgent a better understanding of how such infections may be naturally controlled. Therefore, a systematic study was undertaken to determine whether NK cells obtained from healthy individuals are able to recognize and lyse target cells that have been infected with HTLV-I, HTLV-II, or HIV. The studies demonstrated that NK cells can recognize retrovirus-infected cells as evidenced by rapid conjugation, but that neither freshly isolated, nor IL-2 stimulated cells cause lysis of such targets. As has been reported for NK-resistant tumor cells, removal of sialic acid residues rendered the retrovirus-infected target cells vulnerable to NK cell attack. Although these data do not suggest that boosting natural immunity would be a useful treatment modality for patients with AIDS or HTLV-related diseases, the observations may help to explain why the small number of cells that harbor retroviruses in patients with subclinical infection are not eliminated.